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THEY SAW THE CHILD                                              Matthew 2:1-12
-     a sermon by Mel Williams
-     Watts Street Baptist Church
-     January 2, 2005 (Epiphany Sunday) 
 
After hearing about the devastating tsumani, the great storm in Indonesia this week, we have needed to cry out to God, to know that God is real, that God hears the pain and stirs the compassion of the world community.  We’ve needed to know that God is with those who have died, those who are racked with anguish, and those who are overwhelmed by the magnitude of the suffering.  God, we need a direct experience of your love and mercy.
 
Religious experience that comforts and changes us is direct experience.  We may read books about other people’s experience of God—Moses, Jeremiah, Mary, Paul, the saints of the church.  We may listen to present-day friends as they describe their faith experience or their experience with prayer.  We may learn from others’ experience. 
 
 But we also know that nothing can replace a direct experience of God.  Through the years I’ve heard various people say that we don’t learn to pray by reading books about prayer.  They only way to learn to pray is to pray.  Recently I went to a monastery and there I met a young woman and I asked her what brought her here.  She said, “I’m doing a masters thesis on monasticism, and I’m here for six months so I can experience monastic life directly.” 
 
Some people aren’t willing to accept other people’s report of some significant religious event in their lives.  Hearsay is too remote.  That was the experience of the Wise Men from the East who came to see the baby Jesus.  They had heard reports of the birth; they were curious and were willing to venture toward Bethlehem with only a star to guide them through the night.  The Wise Men insisted on direct experience.  They wanted to see this child Jesus with their own eyes.  They wanted to behold this baby who was called Emmanuel—“God with us.”  So they made the long journey, and they finally found the stable where Jesus was born.  
 
They entered this crude cow stall, and the story says, “They saw the child.”
It’s a simple sentence, but I’ve wondered what it was really like for them when they saw the child.  They must have noticed the dim light in the stable, the smell of hay, the pungent odor of the animals.  They saw mother Mary’s gentle smile and Joseph’s steady, protective demeanor. But their eyes moved to the central focus:  this baby swaddled in simple cloths, with probably only his face uncovered.  It was his face that drew the eyes of the Wise Men.  His face was like a magnet.
 
The Wise Men saw him, but it was more than everyday seeing.  They were mesmerized, spell-bound, transfixed.  It was an unforgettable moment, a holy moment, that left them filled with wonder and adoration.  In that moment they handed their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh---not very practical gifts for a baby, but gifts that symbolized their great respect for the promise that this child would be a future kingly ruler.
 
But lest we distance this baby, and turn him into a child-king, we need to remember that the Wise Men were seeing a human face, a baby sent from God, but clearly with human skin and fingers and toes.  When they saw this child, they were filled with wonder and awe.  They were transfixed.
 
When we see a baby today, the same thing happens to you and me.  What is it about a baby that so captivates us?  All babies seem to capture our attention.  The baby is magnetic.  What is it that’s so compelling about a baby? 
 
Maybe this little creature reminds us of God.  You may have heard the story of the 3-year old girl whose parents brought home a newborn brother.  After the infant brother had been home only a few hours, the little girl asked if she could go in the baby’s room and shut the door.  She wanted a few minutes alone with the baby.  The parents were reluctant, but they had installed an intercom in the baby’s room, so they knew they could hear and get into the room quickly if needed.  So the little girl slipped into the baby’s room by herself.  She leaned over, looking through the bars of the crib, and said, “Tell me about God.  I’ve almost forgotten.”
 
We come from God; and it seems that we’re always searching for that direct experience that will bring God back into close communion with us.  The Wise Men surely had that direct experience.  They saw the child just after he came from God.  And they were spell-bound.  All newborns have this magic, this spell-binding power.  We can sit and gaze at them, and they can look back at us with such piercing clarity that we think they are seeing all the way through us.  And we are filled with wonder.
 
I once visited with a husband and wife a few weeks after their first child was born.  They were so excited about this new baby.  They asked if we’d like to see their homemade video of the baby’s first few days.  They were eager to share their delight. So we watched the film.  In one section they were holding the baby, then feeding the baby, then rocking the baby. Then there was the section with the grandparents gitchy-gooing the baby, spoiling that baby even at four days old.  Then there was another scene of the parents gently putting the baby in the crib asleep.  They covered the baby, so only her head was showing.  And the camera kept running—and running and running.
 
For 45 minutes we watched the baby sleeping.  The only sound on the film was the ooing and ahhing of the parents. I got a little sleepy watching the sleeping baby!  But the parents were animated.  They loved to watch their baby sleeping.  The loved beholding the baby.  They really saw the child.
 
And I remembered that quote from the artist Georgia O’Keefe:  “It takes a long time to see, really see, a flower….”
 
They saw the child.  What is so spell-binding about the birth of Jesus is what is also spell-binding about the birth of every child.  In the baby Jesus, God has given us our full humanity. This is the great gift of Christmas---the gift of our humanity.  The clearest image of God is in the human face of Jesus.   The Wise Men beheld Jesus’ godly humanity and his human godliness.
 
Because of Jesus’ birth, we can see the godly humanity and the human godliness in every child.  We can say with our Durham Congregations in Action mission statement:  “Behind every human face is the face of God.”
 
As we come to the Table today, we celebrate the presence of God-with-us, Jesus/ Emmanuel.  We come to the tables today and join in a circle where we can see each other, behold each other and remember that in Jesus God has given us the great gift of our humanity—our capacity for wonder and awe, our capacity to care, to weep, to show compassion, to overcome evil. 
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